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T rans formative  F e minis t L e ade rship
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Positive and inclusive 
use of power to build 
an organization 
capable of changing 
the world!



Our journe y 

 Ac tionA id began a de c olonization journe y in the  early 2000s  – gove rnanc e , staffing, program ming, 
budge ts  and resourc e  alloc ation. 

 In 2016 we  put interse c tional fem inism  at the  c ore  of our the ory of c hange : ac hieving so c ial justic e  
by shifting powe r to oppre s se d and marginalized groups .  

 Interse c tional fem inism  strive s  for the  political, soc ial, c ultural and ec onomic  equality of all 
pe ople, not just equality betwe e n wom e n and me n.

 But, patriarc hy sits at the  he art of mos t unjust powe r struc tures  we  find in the  world today. 
D ism antling patriarc hy is key to ac hieving a just and sus tainable future. 

 P atriarc hy, rac ism  and othe r forms  of oppre s s ion are  not just “out the re”, we  have  all 
inte rnalized the m , so  trans form ing ourse lve s  is as  important as  c hanging large r ins titutions  and 
sys te ms.

 Our F e m inist Top Te n Bas ic s  represe nt our c ollec tive  c om mitme nt to trans forming ourse lve s  as  
individuals and teams .

 T he y are  c om plem e nted by organizational polic ies  and targe ts  on e.g. bullying, harassm e nt, 
equal opportunity, safeguarding etc . 



T he  proc e s s

Co-creation and approval took about 1 year
• S pe arhe ade d by W ome n D irec tors ’ F orum
• C rowdsourc e d from  a global group of vo luntee rs  (inc l. do’s  and don’ts) – 3 months
• Validate d and improve d through c onsultation with all me m bers  – 4 months  
• F inal revisions  and approval by c ros s -regional leade rship body – 3 months
• Approve d by International Board – 2 months

Rollout and training ongoing since 2018
• W orkshoppe d with all national Boards  during our General As se m bly
• New pos t c reated in the  S e c re tariat to spe arhe ad rollout and c ontinuing de ve lopm e nt



Our Top Ten Basics: aspirational goals, not policies

Self- Awareness

Put your ego 

in the  

passe nger 

se at.

Self-care & caring 
for others

Take  care of your 

own em otional & 

physic al rene wal. 

Make  sure  others 

do the  same .  

Dismantling Bias

“C he c k your 

privilege”. Work 

to dism antle the  

biase s  you 

unc ove r.  

Inclusion

C re ate  ways  for 

eve ryone  to be 

equally he ard, 

suc c e s sful and 

respe c ted. 

Sharing power

Make  leaders  out of 
those  “below” you in 
the  hierarc hy. Give  
trust and support to 

those  “above ” you to 
suc c e ed in the ir 
responsibilities .

Responsible and 
transparent use of 
power.

C lear, timely and 

transpare nt 

de c ision-making, 

guided by what’s 

bes t for the  

miss ion. 

Accountable 
Collaboration

Mutually owne d & 

c learly de fine d 

goals, for whic h 

eve ryone  is he ld 

ac c ountable .  

Respectful Feedback 

Make  fee dbac k an 

opportunity for 

both side s  to grow.   

Courage
Zero Tolerance

S e e k out 

trans formative  

c hange . Make 

failure your fuel. 

… for any form of 

disc rimination or 

abuse  of power. 



F e minis t L e ade rship IS  ...

About powe r 
within

Enabling 
eve ryone  to 

lead
L e aders should be measured by 

the  exte nt to whic h the y enable 

othe rs to grow and lead 

T his requires  de liberate  and 

c ontinuing work to surfac e  and 

ove rc om e  privilege  and bias

S om e thing 
you’re  already 

doing
You probably already prac tic e  at 

leas t some  of the  Top Ten 

Bas ic s , even if not c ons istently.

To tally ne w

F eminist L eadership draws  on 

othe r approac he s  to effe c tive  

managem e nt and leadership, 

particularly T rans formative  

L e adership.

D igging dee pe r to build a team  

that c an ac hieve  difficult and 

extraordinary things toge the r.  

T his requires  unusual leve ls of 

em pathy and trust, whic h in turn 

requires se lf-aware ne ss  and 

se lf-c are . 



F e minis t L e ade rship is  NOT  ...

Only about
wom e n

Only for
wom e n

Your gender identity doe sn’t 
de te rmine  your capac ity to be a 
fem inist leade r.

Not all wom e n prac tic e  fem inist 
leadership

F L  is learne d, not innate  - it 
doesn’t c om e  naturally to most 
of us. 

S o ft and 
c uddly

A fem inist leader give s  he r team  
a unifying struc ture  and c lear 
rules  and de c ision-making to 
play by. 

A fem inist leader is c omfortable 
with conflict and knows  how to 
c hanne l it towards  ide as  and 
solutions , not egos.

“D isagre e  and com mit” rathe r 
than endles s  consultation. 

To tally ne w 
and different

You probably already prac tic e  at 

leas t some  of the  Top Ten 

Bas ic s , even if not c ons istently.

AA I had pre -existing initiative s  

around prom oting wom e n and 

pe ople to se nior jobs , and about 

rooting out disc rimination, 

sexual harassm ent and bullying. 

T he se  are  c ruc ial – but only the  

first step!
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F iv e  

dys func tions  

of a team

(P atric k L e nc ioni)



A journey, not a destination ...
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Organizational  
Assessment

Map & 

analyze  the  

ge nde r and 

de e p struc ture 

dynamic s  in 

the  

organization

Self-Analysis

Culture Change Process Review Accountability Recognition 
/Reward

Analyze  and 

work on the  

se lf, and 

support othe rs  

to do so

Initiate  

organizational 

c ulture and 

sys tem ic  c hange  

through fac ilitate d 

ge nde r and 

organizational 

learning 

C reate  

transparent 

ac c e s s ible 

proc e s se s  & 

ac c ountability 

for inte rnal 

ge nde r equality 

– non 

ne gotiables  

C reate  

transparent 

ac c e s s ible 

me c hanisms  & 

ac c ountability 

for addres s ing 

de e p struc ture 

dynamic s

C e lebrate  and 

reward fem inist 

leadership 

prac tic e s , 

make  visible 

the ir results 

9



W hat make s  for suc c e s s? C ountry expe rienc e s

• Adjust the  princ iples  and the  

implem e ntation proc e ss  to 

respond to what we ’re  

learning, both internally and 

from  the  world around us (e.g. 

anti-rac ism  and 

de c olonization debates ).

• C re ate  safe  spac e s  to allow 

for c ontinuous  learning with 

reflec tion while making the  

ne c es sary change s/twe aks 

along the  way.

• Ke e p eac h othe r ac c ountable!• L e ad by exam ple by 

embrac ing the  Te n 

Princ iples  of F e m inist 

L e adership as  pe rsonal and 

working on the  se lf in a bid 

to bec om e  a trans formative  

F em inist L eader.

• C ons c ious ly challenge  the  

use  of negative  power that 

prom ote s  oppre s s ive  

environm e nts  by evaluating 

how we  lead through a 

fem inist lens .

• Move  beyond conversations  

to ide ntify and change  

de ep-roote d habits, values  

and beliefs  that reinforc e  

unjust power relations  in our 

work. 

• Embe d F L  more  

syste m atic ally into 

rec ruitment, JD s , 

pe rformanc e  evaluations , 

KP Is  etc .

• Use  c risis (e.g. C ovid 

ove rwork) as  an opportunity 

for c hange . 



W hat F L  has  to offe r in the  anti-racis m  and 
de c olonization journe ys

1. A language of accountability against racism
2. A starting point/guide in creating a safe space for the tough conversations 
3. A guide to developing a framework for reviewing institutionalized racism
4. Reframing the work environment, with what is acceptable work behavior and what 

is not
5. Allowing the layered conversations and encouraging authenticity in the workplace 

regardless of background 
6. Keeping leaders accountable for the process (dealing with institutionalized racism)
7. Consciously recognizing negative use of power 
8. Creating shared vision, collective expectations and new practices around positive 

and equitable uses of power



W hat might be  som e  blind spo ts?

1. In peeling back the many layers of power, control over resources (money!) has been 
the hardest for AAI to unravel. What is your organisation’s inner layer?

2. Another tough one for us is invisible power based on cultural capital, race, education 
etc. Are we better at enabling some to people succeed than others? In AAI we recruit 
slightly more women Executive Directors than men, but African women are the most 
likely to leave early and anecdotally one reason is that they find it harder to build 
internal networks of influence. 

3. Saviours (and saviourism) come in many forms. Our staff are almost all nationals of the 
country where they work, but that doesn’t make us immune to certain approaches and 
assumptions that patronise or disempower partners and rightsholders. 

4. What do YOU think? 



@ac tionaid_internationalac tionaid @Ac tionA idac tionaid.org
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T hank you! 
Anne .J e llem a@ac tionaid.org @afjellem a
L illian.B ongoko@ac tionaid.org


